ROBERT    DEVEREUX,    EARL    OF    ESSEX
I mean, out of this hateful prison of my body.   And if
it happen so, your Majesty may believe that you shall
not have cause to mislike the fashion of my death,
though the course of my Hfe could not please you.
" From your Majesty's exiled servant
" ESSEX.
ARDBRACKEN, the y>th August"
What did it mean? Was the man mad? He certainly
had lost all grip upon his actions. But this was not good
enough for Elizabeth; he was hounded into some show of
action which could justify the campaign and its expense.
Too late, and with an inadequate force, he marched into
Ulster; and here, after a prearranged feint at a battle, he
met O'Neill at a ford of the river Lagan, riding into the water
up to their horses' bellies, and agreed to a truce.
It was the most ignominious and the most dangerous of
all possible conclusions to the much-heralded campaign.
Elizabeth was rightly furious when she heard of it, in-
credible as the news seemed. It would have been better if
the Lord-Lieutenant had been defeated in battle and slain
at the head of his troops; it would not have been so con-
temptible : this utter fiasco, as she said, made her Govern-
ment a laughing-stock in Europe. But there may have
been something worse behind it; the question of the succes-
sion was looming near, and Essex was gambling upon that;
he was already in touch with James in Scotland, and it may
be that he was not unwilling to allow O'Neill to retain
his army in Ireland for future purposes that should be
unspecified.
It was clear that there would be no home-coming for him
such as the leading dramatist, who was the friend of his
friend Southampton, hoped:
" Were now the general of our gracious empress,
As in good time he may', from Ireland coming.
Bringing rebellion broached upon his sword,
How many would the peaceful city quit,
To welcome him! "
There is already a note of anxiety observable in the lines.
On a day towards the end of September, unable to bear the
situation any longer, he suddenly left his charge, embarking
from Dublin with a handful of his closest friends, hurried
21                                 61